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Psychotherapy 


SPIRITUAL DIMENSIONS IN THE TREATMENT OF 
GERIATRIC DEPRESSION 

Dr. A. Nishad Koya MD and Mrs. Shalini Julie Mathew 


“I shall grow old, but never 
lose life’s zest 

Because the road’s last turn 
will be the best” 

-Henry Van Dyke 

Substantial increases in the 
relative and absolute number of older 
persons in our society pose a 
challenge for biology, social and 
behavioral science, and medicine. 
Successful aging is multidimensional, 
encompassing the avoidance of 
disease and disability, the ma¬ 
intenance of high physical and 
cognitive function, and sustained 


engagement in social and productive 
activities. 

Factors of successful aging: 

It is expected that, cognitive, 
physical, and emotional disabilities 
will occur at some point in many 
older people’s lives; however, ample 
proof exists that these disabilities 
can be modified through early 
detection and intervention. While a 
satisfactory level of successful 
ageing is usually achieved in 
collaboration with health pro¬ 
fessionals and policy makers, 
several factors that impact on 
Successful Ageing are also under 


some degree of personal control. 
Many of these factors are also 
potentially modifiable in mid life and 
beyond e.g. social engagement, 
regular exercise and adaptive 
coping skills. Good social support 
system, good physical and mental 
health and financial security also 
influence life satisfaction in the old 
age. Important theories on old age 
include Erikson’s psychosocial 
stage and Peck’s developmental 
tasks. 

DEPRESSION 

Depression is a mental dis¬ 
order, characterized by sadness, loss 
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of interest or pleasure, feelings of 
guilt or low self-worth, disturbed 
sleep or appetite, feelings of tired¬ 
ness and poor concentration. 

In Depression of late life 
classic symptoms may not be 
evident. Somatic or hypochondriacal 
complaints, loss of interest and 
pleasure, social withdrawal, 
unexplained functional decline, 
pseudodementia etc. may be the 
presentation. Severe psychomotor 
retardation or agitation, a degree of 
cognitive impairment esp. with 
effortful tasks, delusions regarding 
poverty, physical illness may be 
seen. Paranoia is common, auditory 
hallucinations may occur. 

SPIRITUAL DIMENSIONS IN 
DEPRESSION: 

• Religious Attribution 

It refers to the way people in¬ 
terpret their problems: opportunities 
to grow spiritually, opportunities for 
God to bless the individual, punish¬ 
ment, etc. 

• Religious Problem-Solving Styles 

Pargament identified 3 styles 
of religious problem-solving. 

Self-directive - person beli¬ 
eves in God but tries to cope with a 
situation without God’s help 

Deferring - person does not 
take responsibility in identifying a 
solution and “gives it over to God” 

Collaborative - person works 
together with God to identify a 
solution - associated with the best 
mental health outcomes of the three. 

• Religious Coping 

Recently, researchers have 
begun to investigate the influence of 
both positive and negative religious 
coping strategies on psychological 
wellbeing. The positive religious 
coping pattern includes religious 


forgiveness, seeking spiritual sup¬ 
port, collaborative religious coping, 
spiritual connection, religious 
purification, and benevolent religious 
reappraisal. 

The negative religious coping 
pattern includes spiritual discontent, 
punishing God reappraisals, in¬ 
terpersonal discontent, demonic 
reappraisal, and reappraisal of God’s 
powers, the positive religious coping 
pattern was associated with 
benevolent outcomes, including 
fewer symptoms of psychological 
distress and increased reports of 
psychological and spiritual growth. 
The negative religious coping 
pattern, on the other hand, was 
associated with signs of emotional 
distress, poorer quality of life, and 
negative psychological symptoms. 

SPIRITUAL SURRENDER 

Cole and Pargament point out 
that there are limits to what indi¬ 
viduals are able to control and 
master on their own. Rather than 
directly asserting control over 
stressful situations, spiritual surren¬ 
der provides an alternative way for 
religious individuals to deal with 
distressing situations. 

They identified three themes of 
spiritual surrender that can be seen 
in various faith perspectives, inclu¬ 
ding self-transcendence, recognition 
of a higher value, and an enhanced 
state of being. 

Self-transcendence involves a 
cognitive and experiential shift 
whereby the person begins to 
experience the self as immersed in 
a relationship with the sacred. 
When viewing oneself in relationship 
to a higher being or purpose, the 
individual inevitably gives up per¬ 
sonal control. For example, an 
individual may begin to see his or 
her life as “hidden in Christ Jesus.” 


Secondly, spiritual surrender 
involves recognizing the greater 
good in a negative situation. The 
person’s focus shifts from achieving 
his or her own desires to achieving 
a greater spiritual end. For example, 
the person may begin to focus on 
accomplishing God’s will rather than 
accomplishing his or her own 
desires. 

Thirdly, spiritual surrender is 
accompanied by an enhanced state 
of being. The individual may 
experience life satisfaction, peace, 
completeness, compassion, and 
thankfulness. Individuals gain a 
greater sense of control when they 
surrender to the sacred. 

SPIRITUALITY IN 
PSYCHOTHERAPY: 

Spiritual traditions and ass¬ 
ociated healing techniques have long 
been one major but largely hidden 
and poorly acknowledged source of 
psychotherapeutic innovation. 

1. Inner activities of the therapist 

In the spiritual traditions, the 
healer is the conduit of healing, and 
it is through the healer’s inner 
activities that healing is enabled to 
take place. Such inner activities 
include the healer’s state of 
consciousness and contents of 
consciousness. 

The therapist is able both to 
attend to the communications of the 
client and to monitor reactions as they 
occur. This process goes beyond 
intellectual appreciation of one’s own 
reactions and consists of a conscious, 
non-judgmental awareness of 
thoughts and emotions as they occur. 
This state may be accompanied by 
an associated emotional state that 
consists of access of deeply loving 
and compassionate feelings toward 
the client. 
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2. Seeing the client as healthy rather 
than diseased 

Seeing the client as deficient, 
defective, and diseased is viewed as 
detrimental, but seeing the client as 
potentially empowered, happy, 
healthy, and whole is beneficial. 

3. Engaging in pleasant, life-enhanc¬ 
ing activities 

The client may be asked what 
activities he or she engages in or has 
engaged in that bring the most 
satisfaction and is encouraged to 
participate in one or more of those 
activities. The client also may be 
encouraged to undertake more 
helpful, altruistic activities in daily 
life. 

4. Shifting the emphasis from prob¬ 
lems, conflicts and negative emo¬ 
tions to new pattern of thought, 
feeling, behavior through affir¬ 
mation, prayer, visualization 

The effort is to help the client 
create areas of experience and 
associated thoughts and feelings that 
are satisfying and life-enhancing. 
Much of the therapeutic process is 
devoted to helping the client find out 
what would be most fulfilling and to 
encouraging inner and outer acti¬ 
vities that correspond to selected 
goals. 

5. Meditation and prayer may be 
used in a variety of ways. 

6. Readiness and openness of the 
client and upon the capacity of 
the therapist 

The utilization of such tech¬ 
niques drawn from spiritual healing 
approaches and their integration into 
psychotherapy depends upon both 
the readiness and openness of the 
client and upon the capacity of the 
therapist. 
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SANTHULA TRUST HOSPITAL 

Vadakara, Koothattukulam 
Ph: 0485-2250745, 9447575091 

A Clinical and Research Centre of Neuro - Behavioural Science 

OUR SERVICES: 

• Counselling Centre 

• Child and Adolescent Guidance Clinic 

• Marital Therapy Centre 

• Mental Health Hospital 

• De-addiction Clinic with AA Groups 

• Geriatric Care Centre and ‘Pakal Veedu’ 

• Rehabilitation Unit 

• Learning Disability Clinic 

• Resource Centre for Community 
sensitization and health education 

• Psychiatric Training Centre for students- nursing, 
psychology and psychiatric social work. 

OUR FACILITIES: 

• Regular OPD form 8.30 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Monday to Friday and upto 1 p.m. only, 
on Saturdays. 

• 24 hr. psychiatric emergency-service 

• 150-bedded in-patient residential facility comprising of hygienic, well ventilated 
general wards, single and double rooms (with and without A/C) 
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